	I would like to begin with the art of listening, whether one really listens at all, not only to what the speaker is saying, but also to everything that is going on around us -the nature, in our families, when we are talking to a friend and so on, whether we even listen or we only listen casually, paying little attention, rather bored, know exactly what the other fellow is going to say. And so, gradually one gets into the habit of partial listening, whether at home, in the office or anywhere else. I think there is an art in the way one listens. Perhaps in the very act of listening, the whole problem may be solved. If you have gone into it very thoroughly, what it means to listen, not merely respond to verbal communication, not only understanding the words, and so on, but also to listen to what is behind the word, to listen between the words, to see the depth of the word and have an insight into the meaning of that word before it is almost spoken. That requires great deal of attention, sensitivity and alertness to capture what the other fellow it saying. And, listening implies, doesn't it, not to make an abstraction of what is being said - an abstraction being to draw a conclusion from what you hear, which is actually an abstraction. I don't know if we are meeting together on this point.

Please let me again, if I may, remind you most respectfully, that we are sharing the thing together. I am not making a speech, throwing out a lot of ideas. But together we are exploring, together in exploration sharing, we are walking together, and we must keep at the same speed, with the same plan, with the same movement. Otherwise you cannot share. You may be far ahead and I may lag behind. So sharing implies, doesn't it, that both of us together investigate into the art of listening first, because we are going to investigate into a great many other things this evening, but first I think it is very important to learn for ourselves the art of actually listening. When you listen to a statement of any kind, the instinctual response is to either agree of disagree. And therefore you stop instantly from listening. Or, compare what you hear with what you already know. So, comparison in listening prevents you from listening. I hope we are meeting each other in this point. And also listening implies, doesn't it, that in our enquiry both of us are not coming to any conclusion. As we said, the word 'art' means putting everything in its proper place.

So I think it is very important to learn for oneself the art of listening. If one listened really very, very carefully, not interjecting your own personal opinions and conclusions and prejudices, but listen with your heart, with your mind, with your keenness, and perhaps a deeper form of communion can take place, both verbally and non-verbally.
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	Listening and Dialogue – Keerthi L. Mukunda



The theme for the Sunday meetings this term, is the CFL philosophy, and in light of that, today’s question is about the nature of dialogue and listening. We have been very interested in a way of meeting life, responding to situations and reflecting on ourselves; all this with an awareness of the movements in our minds. It has meant asking questions of ourselves such as: what makes me react to another person in that way? Do I predict how someone will behave? Do I have a fixed idea of this person? What does it mean to hold my opinion lightly when listening to the other? These and many other questions have been our challenges for all these years and continue to be our challenges today! They form a process of sustained dialogue. A process of looking, relooking, and asking again, because as you know, it is a very difficult process: turning oneself inside out.

Often we don’t want to look at ourselves in this light; see whether we can suspend an ideology or hold a prejudice lightly. We find it harder still to calm the ‘inner noise’ or commentaries in our minds. However, it is precisely these patterns of thinking that prevent communities from speaking and listening to each other, that feed ideas of nationhood or separateness. 

Before unraveling what exactly dialogue means, we could ask what relating with another, means. Obviously this is a vast and complex realm but I found it easier to grasp when thinking of my everyday interactions. We play so many roles in our lives: brother, son, mother, teacher, colleague, friend. We relate through these roles or are guided by our expectations of what those roles should be, or guided by others’ expectations of what those roles should be. Then we have memories embedded in those relationships, projections of the future in those relationships. Then we have ideas of what childhood should be, what security is for a child, what happiness is, or what good teaching is, what is a good belief and what is not, what is healthy and what is not, what is morally right, and so on. We are emotionally tied to these ideas and don’t just express them rationally. We assess whether our thoughts and beliefs are resonant with others, we adjust perceptions and feel a closeness based on that. It seems impossible to listen to another without there being some filter, some strategy or framework for understanding the other. In the background (or perhaps in the foreground) we feel the ever-present hum of the workings of wanting to be an individual, a self that is constant and has a shape. So can we propose a space, a dialogue space, where one tries to step back from all this, and pause.


So what exactly can we attempt in dialogues? When we come together as we have done now, to talk and listen, we are building a space where we invite all to share openly. We are creating a space where we need to listen to each other with the sensitivity that someone’s thoughts might still be forming and tentative. We should not feel intimidated or wait for complete clarity before sharing. The idea is to come together to create common meaning. We need to be aware of our own conditioning within the space and time of a dialogue, so that we are not creating an unfriendly atmosphere or only trying to convince others of something.

Our questions could emerge from our everyday interactions and then move to themes such as belief, restlessness, identity and so on. In sharing and talking in these scenarios, we will have glimpses of a relatedness to one another. These glimpses tell us that at the core there is in all of us the urge to identify with something, to constantly measure oneself against another so as to deepen the contours of the self, and of course, to belong. Whether it is a group of 7 year olds or the adults in this community, there is the same underlying feeling of insecurity or urge to belong! Of course, the face of it will be different for a child as an adult but the root is the same.

To reiterate, these kinds of dialogues are attempts, and, as happens so often in our teacher dialogues, are punctuated by strong opinions, an exchange of world views, and waves of emotion! It would be misguided if you feel that the teachers have somehow moved closer towards a certain point owing to these dialogues…!

But, speaking about our interests, at the end of the day, we are animated and fulfilled by these attempts. What excites us about it? It is exciting that there is the realization that one's vision of the world is a small slice of something much richer, vast and subtle. There is the sensation that one is only chipping away at the tip of an iceberg and there is something else to discover. It is fascinating to realize that increasing knowledge about something or a child does not necessarily lead to an openness in approach or clarity in action. Perhaps action needs to stem from something beyond/outside of knowledge. It is enriching to realize that dialogue is not just the act of talking and processing but perceiving and acting. 

